How Can I Tell if My Baby Has Jaundice?
The best way to view your baby's skin is in good light, such as natural sunlight or bright fluorescent lights. Jaundice usually appears first in the face. As the amount of bilirubin in the blood increases, bilirubin can be seen in lower parts of the body such as the chest, then abdomen, then legs. The whites of the eyes may also appear yellow.
Why Is Jaundice a Problem?
Many babies have jaundice, and most do not have problems or need treatment. If the level of bilirubin gets very high, it can possibly cause damage to the hearing and brain.
What Should I Do if My Baby Has Jaundice? Your pediatrician can test the level of bilirubin in your baby's blood to see if treatment is needed. Most babies with jaundice do not need treatment, and the jaundice goes away on its own.
If you are breastfeeding, you should nurse your baby at least 8 to 12 times a day for the first few days. This will produce enough milk to keep your baby hydrated and help keep the bilirubin level low. If you are having trouble breastfeeding, talk with your baby's doctor about whether a lactation specialist can help.
If treatment for jaundice is needed, that treatment often involves placing your baby under special blue lights called "bilirubin lights" or "bili-lights." These lights help the bilirubin in the skin to break down and thereby lower the amount in the blood. Treatment may take place at home or in the hospital.
When Should I Call My Pediatrician?
You should call your pediatrician if (1) your baby's skin is getting more yellow; (2) your baby's abdomen, arms, or legs are yellow; (3) the whites of your baby's eyes are yellow; (4) your baby has jaundice and is hard to wake, fussy, or not nursing or taking formula well; or (5) your baby has had jaundice for more than 3 weeks. The JAMA Pediatrics Patient Page is a public service of JAMA Pediatrics. The information and recommendations appearing on this page are appropriate in most instances, but they are not a substitute for medical diagnosis. For specific information concerning your child's medical condition, JAMA Pediatrics suggests that you consult your child's physician. This page may be photocopied noncommercially by physicians and other health care professionals to share with patients. To purchase bulk reprints, call 312/464-0776.
